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a more comprehensive and well defined version “I changed the 
original bill because the wording of ‘free speech zone’ feels like we’re 
limiting it to one particular space, but realistically, there isn’t that 
sort of restriction there,” he says. “One of the things we need to work 
on is finding a new term to call that space, a more appropriate term.” 
On December 2, 2015, the Senate passed Staudt’s proposed bill with 
a vote of 33 2. At a recent meeting, one term that was suggested by a 
Student Government member was the Agora, a term used in Ancient 
Greece that means “a central, public space used for gathering and 
assembly.”  Staudt says that Iowa State isn’t the only campus in the 
country battling with this  issue, and that Student Government is 
collaborating and sharing ideas with other universities to help mold 
a more precise free speech policy.  
While some may argue that this bill could potentially squander a 
culture of informed debate and interaction, Staudt says the bill is 
designed to eliminate confusion about the area. Still, he admits 
that he’s found difficulties in finding equilibrium between privacy 
and public use. “We don’t want to shelter people from hearing new 
ideas, but at the same time, we need to find the balance where we 
as students are here for an education and are paying to go to school 
here, and that this is a public institution and people can come speak 
here, no matter what their viewpoints are,” he says. 
 
Whose speech is it anyway?
Often times, students associate the public forum with overzealous 
and somewhat adversarial religious enthusiasts, who generate a lot 
of buzz by arguably pushing the boundaries when it comes to that 
balance. Especially with their megaphones. It’s important to note 
that there’s not one single, religious “campus preacher.”.  
Also, the government cannot restrict individuals from expressing 
their opinions — even if they are deemed to be controversial. Some 
may recall an incident in front of Parks Library last September 
Speech  
What is the “free speech zone?” 
This allocated area is used by various groups, clubs and 
organizations on and off campus as it is one of the university’s most 
frequented and crowded hotspots during class days. “In reality, 
there really aren’t any ‘zones’ on campus,” says LAS Senator and 
2016 Student Government President Cole Staudt (pictured above). 
“I think students get confused in thinking that they can only do 
certain things in the ‘free speech zone,’ when that’s simply not true.” 
says, Staudt, a junior double  majoring in political science and public 
relations. This spring he became an LAS senator and was recently 
voted to be Iowa State’s next Student Government president in 2016. 
He, like many others, is adamant and forthright when it comes to 
advocating for free speech. 
The “free speech zone” is actually named the Edward S. Allen Area 
of Free Debate, named after Edward S. Allen, a former mathematics 
professor at Iowa State who, alongside his wife Minne, a former ISU 
sociology professor, devoted his life to social justice, encouraging 
student activism and pushing for the acceptance and equal rights of 
people all over the world. 
The Allens were a powerful, proactive duo and together the 
spearhead of civil liberties in Iowa, starting in the early 1920s. In 
1935, Allen co founded and served as president of the Iowa Civil 
Liberties Union (ICLU) which tackled issues involving race, religion, 
gender and education, and fought for the rights of the mentally ill 
and the protection of personal information in  
data banks.
Without Boundaries
“Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion or 
prohibiting the free exercise thereof; or abridging the freedom of speech, 
or of the press; or the right of the people peaceably to assemble, and to 
petition the government for a redress of grievances.”  
     Iowa State University’s “free speech zone” is located on the front lawn of Parks  Library, even though its boundaries may seem somewhat 
ambiguous. As per  the U.S. Supreme Court, “traditional public forums”, including public parks and sidewalks, enjoy the strongest First 
Amendment protection. So, at Iowa State, why does it seem to be confined to the “free speech zone” by Parks Library?  
— The First Amendment of the United States Constitution.
It would be challenging to find a couple whose legacy better 
exemplifies the right to free speech. Over time, this area has been 
understood to be a “free speech zone” while technically, it isn’t 
limited to that space in particular. 
The free speech conflict
“As a public institution, having free speech on campus is definitely 
important...you go to college and are exposed to new viewpoints and 
new ideas,” says Staudt. “But if someone wants to camp out in front 
of Curtiss or Kildee Halls for instance, nothing is stopping them from 
doing that.”
Staudt says that all of campus allows free speech but the university 
encourages students and speakers to utilize the space near the 
library because of its high traffic; it’s also an area that is the least 
impeding to other university activities. While he says there are 
regulations on Parks Library’s public forum, they usually only 
involve notifying Events Management to indicate the amount of 
people expected to make the necessary accommodations and to 
insure that the gathering doesn’t interfere with other preplanned 
university events. 
However, Staudt says the labelling of the “free speech zone” is 
misleading and has been so for too long. Last fall, a an SG senator 
proposed a bill to expand the “free speech zone” throughout 
campus. When the proposal was denied , Staudt stepped in to clarify 
free speech policy on campus. He then amended the first draft into 
when religious street preacher Matt Bourgault antagonized several 
students with provocative comments addressing issues like sexual 
behavior and drug use, which in turn created a hostile environment 
for some students.  
The ISU Police Department was called to inspect the situation. 
According to the Iowa State Daily, the only way police could remove 
the preacher is if he was specifically targeting someone, as that is a 
form of harassment. However, there are other preachers too. Ones 
that wouldn’t fit the category of “impertinent.” Merlin, a part -time 
semi -truck driver, is a devout Christian and a 72 year resident of 
Ames. He’s not in your face or belligerent, and with his  
non -aggressive approach, it’s no coincidence that he rarely receives 
any backlash from students. On days when the sun is out and the 
temperature is favorable, Jones spends his time coming to the public 
forum, and has for nearly two years. With his yellow “Bible Talk” sign 
up on a ledge in front of the Hub, he stands patiently on the sidewalk 
that leads to the library, eagerly awaiting the thousands of college 
students that pass by everyday. 
“I like talking, I like to talk to anyone who will listen because I care 
about people,” Merlin says. The reason he comes to Iowa State is 
because he believes that college- age students can still be reached 
and hear the message of Jesus Christ. However, he does this without 
hounding people. He even says he often has lively and respectful 
discussions with members of ISU’s Atheist and Agnostic Society 
and even though he tries diligently to get them to believe what he 
believes, he appreciates them as human beings and considers some 
of them to be his  close friends. 
Merlin, like many other groups and organizations, epitomizes what 
the public forum stands for and why it was implemented in the first 
place. “I simply want to tell the world about what I believe and I 
believe in Jesus Christ...and this is the part of the world that I live in,” 
he says. And in the United States, and at Iowa State University, it’s 
his right to do just that.
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